THE UNRELENTING STRUGGLE
took, in this case, little thought either what they should eat or what
they should drink, They pushed on until they came up against
Tobruk. There they met their prop, a hard and heavy prop, not the
less important because, like all these desert operations, it was on a
small scale. They pushed on until they came in contact also with
the large forces which guard the frontiers of Egypt and which lie
there securely based on the road, railway and sea communications.
There, for the present moment, they stop.
I shall not attempt to carry the story further this afternoon. To
do so would be foolish and might be harmful, but this I will say,, that
so long as the enemy have a superiority in armoured vehicles they
will have an advantage in desert warfare, even though at the present
time the air forces are about equal. But as I said, this desert war-
fare must be conducted only by small forces. Thirty or forty
thousand men is the most that can be supplied in the desert, and it
is very doubtful whether even this number can be attained. For
the invasion of Egypt, for an invasion in main force such as the
Italians contemplated last autumn, enormous preparations would be
required, great supplies would have to be built up and maintained, a
pipeline might have to be made to carry an artificial river forward
with the troops. We, on the other hand, lying back on our fertile
delta, which incidentally is the worst ground in the world for arm-
oured vehicles, and enjoying the command of the sea, confront the
enemy with problems far more difficult, because on a far larger scale,
than any he has yet solved in Africa. All the more true is this
while we defend, as we intend to do to the death and without
thought of retirement, the valuable and highly offensive outposts of
Crete and Tobruk, Crete has not yet been attacked,, but Tobruk has
already been the scene of a most stubborn and spirited defence by
the Australian and British troops gathered within these widespread
fortified lines, under the command of the Australian General
Morshead. The strategic significance of Tobruk was obvious from
the first, and anyone can see now how irresistibly it has imposed
itself as a magnet on the enemy.
I have gone into all this military detail, not in order to burden
the House with it, but in order to give Members an indication of
what happened, and why, and what were the various factors. I
have gcme into all these details because I want to make it clear
that we intend to fight with all our strength for the Nile Valley and
its surrounding country and for the command of the Mediterranean.
We have every reason to believe that our troops and resources will
give a good account of themselves. Let there be no feather-headed
or defeatist talk about cutting our losses in the Middle East. I agree
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